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O

ne of the most
perplexing questions of the biblical
passage in Isaiah 53 concerns the
identity of the suffering Servant.
The Servant and/or Israel
Sometimes the Servant clearly
designates the people of Israel
(Isaiah 41:8-10; 44:1-3, 21; 45:
4; 48:21; 49:3); sometimes it is
ambiguous and may be understood as either Israel as a group or
a distinct individual (42:1-4); and
sometimes it clearly and unambiguously refers to an individual
(49:5-7).
Our text appears to belong to
the last category. Here Israel is no
longer explicitly identified as the
Servant, as is the case in the other
passages. Also the passage makes
a clear distinction between the
people of Israel and the Servant.
22 SHABBAT SHALOM / Autumn 2003

In fact, the shift has already taken
place in 49:5.
In 49:3 the Servant is explicitly
identified as Israel: “you are my
servant, O Israel.” Then suddenly,
in 49:5-6, the Servant is someone
who is supposed to gather Israel
to God and should therefore be
understood as someone distinct
from Israel: “It is too small a thing
that You should be My Servant to
raise up the tribes of Jacob, and
to restore the preserved ones of
Israel; I will also give You as a light
to the Gentiles, that You should
be My salvation to the ends of the
earth.”
In 50:10, the prophet speaks to
Israel in the second person plural,
just as in 50:1, while making a
clear distinction between Israel
and the Servant: “Who among
you [Israel] fears the Lord? Who
obeys the voice of His Servant?”

The prophet’s appeal to Israel to
“fear the Lord” parallels his call to
“obey the voice of His Servant”
and therefore implies that the
Servant and the people of Israel
are clearly two different entities.
In the last Servant Song in
Isaiah 52:13-53:13 the situation
is not as clear as in the other passages for the simple reason that
the people of Israel is there never
explicitly named. A close analysis
of the passage is therefore necessary to examine the nature of the
relationship between the Servant
and Israel. For that matter, it is
first important to be able to identify those who are implied in first
person plural (“we,” “us,” “our”).
In other words, who are those who
say in 53:1: “Who has believed
our report?” Are they Israel who
are addressing the kings and the
nations just mentioned above (52:

10)? Or are they, on the contrary,
those very kings and nations?
First of all the, linguistic link
¯  (hear) between the
on shama
end of 52:15 and 53:1 suggests
that the speaker cannot be the
kings and the nations. Indeed, the
speaker of 53:1ff. who makes the
“report” (shemuat: literally, “what
is heard”) cannot also be the one
¯ ) this report
who “hears” (shama
in 52:15. Those who exclaim,
“Who has believed our report?”
cannot therefore be identified with
the kings and the nations since
they are described as those who
“shut their mouths” and never
“heard” such things. Also those
who hear the message (the kings
and the nations) in 52:15—and
are stunned, for they never heard
such things—correspond to those
in 53:1 who couldn’t “believe
what they heard.” Therefore, the
kings and the nations are those
who are “hearing” the report.
This last observation suggests that
those who speak in the first person should be identified as Israel.
A similar situation is described in
49:1 where Israel is clearly identified as the speaker (49:3)—the
first person is used—and invites
¯ ).
the nations to “hear” (shama
Furthermore, a systematic
investigation of the first-person
plural in the book of Isaiah reveals
that whenever the first-person
plural is used (“we,” “us,” “our,”
etc.), it always refers to Israel or
Judah.1 On the basis of these
observations in our text and in
the general context of the book,
it is reasonable to conclude that
the speakers in Isaiah 53 are the
people of Israel and the listeners
are the nations. The Servant is,
therefore, someone distinct from
Israel, as is evident from the following verses:

When we [Israel] see Him
[the Servant], there is no beauty that we [Israel] should desire
Him [the Servant] (53:2).
And we [Israel] hid, as it
were, our faces from Him [the
Servant]; . . . and we [Israel] did
not esteem Him [the Servant]
(53:3).
Surely He [the Servant] has
borne our [Israel] griefs and
carries our [Israel] sorrows; yet
we [Israel] esteemed Him [the
Servant] stricken (53:4).
But He [the Servant] was
wounded for our [Israel] iniquities . . . the chastisement for
our [Israel] peace was upon
Him [the Servant], and by His
[the Servant] stripes we are
healed (53:5)
All we [Israel] like sheep have
gone astray; . . . and the Lord
has laid on Him [the Servant]
the iniquity of us [Israel] all
(53:6).
For the transgressions of My
people [Israel] He [the Servant]
was stricken (53:8).
In this chapter, the Servant is
clearly distinguished from the
people of Israel; yet the Servant
is related to Israel. The nature
of this relationship is suggested
in the passage that precedes our
text. In 52:3-6, the suffering
and “oppressed” condition of the
people (verses 4-5) triggers God’s
action to “comfort” and “redeem”
“his people” (verses 6-9).
The Suffering Servant: A
Sacrifice
The central idea of the passage
is the suffering and dying of the
Servant for atoning purposes.
This idea appears in eight out of
the twelve verses (Isaiah 53:4-8,
10-12). It also occupies the central
section of the chiasmus. This idea

was already suggested in Genesis
3:15, which related the killing of
the Serpent—hence the redemption of mankind—to the killing
of the “posterity” of the woman. It
is now expressed in a more explicit
manner and described with terms
and motifs directly borrowed
from the Levitical world. The
Servant is compared to a lamb
ready for slaughter (Isaiah 53:7;
cf. Genesis 2:7; Leviticus 4:32;
5:6; 14:13, 21; etc.). The passive
form, one of the most characteristic features of the Levitical style, is
most prominent in our passages.
It is used sixteen times in the text;
twelve of them are in the Niphal,
the technical form of the priestly
“declaratory verdict” which is normally used in connection with the
sacrifices. And this religious-cultic
intention is further confirmed by
the seven references to “sin,”
covering all three technical terms

¯ het
(pesha, awon,
. ¯. ):
v. 5: He was wounded for our
transgressions (pesha )
He was bruised for our
iniquities (awon)
¯
v. 6: And the Lord has laid on
¯
Him the iniquities (awon)
of us all
v. 11:He shall bear their iniqui¯
ties (awon)

v. 12:He bore the sin (het
. ¯. ) of
many
This language is quite familiar
and suggests that the Servant is
identified as the sacrificial offering
which in the Levitical system was
bearing the sin and hence permitted forgiveness from God: “If he
brings a lamb as his sin offering,
. . . he shall lay his hand on the
head of the sin offering. . . . So the
priest shall make atonement for

his sin (het
. ¯. ) that he has committed, and it shall be forgiven him”
(Leviticus 4:32-35).
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A King
From the first words of the
song, the Servant is described
as a royal figure who shall “be
exalted and extolled and be very
high” (Isaiah 52:13); He is thus
associated with kings who “shut
their mouths at Him” (52:15) and
with “the great” and “the strong”
with whom He shares the same
wealth (53:12). Also, the word
“seed” (53:10) which is used to
characterize His posterity indicates that this Servant belongs to
the Davidic line, since the word
“seed” is a technical word in the
book of Isaiah to designate specifically the Davidic posterity.2 And,
indeed, the very name given to
Him, “My Servant” (abdî) in the
introduction (52:13) and in the
conclusion (53:11) confirms this
identification, since this is one
of the most frequent titles given
in the Bible to King David.3 And
this title of King David is even
attested in the book of Isaiah
itself: “. . . ‘and he shall not come
into this city,’ says the Lord. ‘For I
will defend this city, to save it for
My own sake and for My servant
(abdî) David’s sake’” (37:34-35).
God
As strange as it may appear,
the Servant is intimately related
with God Himself. This special
connection already is suggested a
few verses earlier in Isaiah 50:10,
where the reference to the Servant
parallels the reference to the Lord:
“Who among you fears the Lord?;
Who obeys the voice of His servant?” It is also significant that
the event of God comforting His
people (52:9) is described through
the imagery of the disclosure of
the Lord’s arm (52:10), a language
which characterizes the coming
of the Servant (53:1). Also, the
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divine quality of the Servant is
suggested in the fact that He is
able to “justify many” (53:11), a
qualification which belongs to the
judge (Deuteronomy 25:1) or to
God (1 Kings 8:32).

In Isaiah 53, the Servant
is clearly distinguished
from the people of
Israel; yet the Servant
is related to Israel.
The universal scope of the
Servant’s influence confirms,
indeed, His supreme status. His
domain affects “many nations”
and “kings” (Isaiah 52:15). The
word rabbîm (many), which is
repeated four times in our texts
(52:15; 53:11, 12a, 12b), is a
technical term often used in the
Bible to cover a universal scope
(see especially Daniel 9:27; 11:33;
12:4, etc.).
It is also significant that Isaiah
53:6, the center of the song, is literally framed as an inclusion with
¯ (all). This is
the Hebrew word kol
the word that is traditionally used
to express the universal reference.
It is the key word, for instance,
of the passage marking the end
of the Creation Story (Genesis 2:
1-3), where it is used three times
to refer to the cosmos, the whole
creation of God. In our passage,
the “all” applies to the people who
¯ ¯
are speaking: “all of us” (kullanu).
The first “all of us” concerns
the erring of the people, “all we
¯ ¯ like sheep have gone
(kullanu)
astray.” The second “all of us” concerns the iniquity of the people:
“And the Lord has laid on Him
the iniquity of us all” (kullanu).
¯ ¯
The last (but not least) evidence for the identification of the

Servant with God is implicitly
given through the metaphor of
the “hidden face” (seter
¯ panîm):
¯
“We hid, as it were, our faces
from Him” (Isaiah 53:3). This is
an important motif in the book of
Isaiah. Of the 31 occurrences in
the Bible, seven are found in the
book of Isaiah, where this expression conveys a particular dimension of God’s relationship with
His people.4 Since the speakers in
Isaiah 53:6 can only be humans,
it follows that the person from
whom the face is hidden (verse 3)
must be God. One characteristic
example occurs just a few verses
after our passage, where God
declares: “With a little wrath I hid
My face from you for a moment”
(54:8). Nearly all the biblical passages5 apply this expression to
God as subject. It is God who
hides His face. The Prophet Isaiah
goes so far as to make the hiding
of the face a distinctive feature
of the true God: “Truly You are
God, who hide Yourself, O God
of Israel, the Savior!” (45:15).
The very fact that this expression is used in Isaiah 53 in relation
to the Servant suggests that in this
passage the Suffering Servant is to
be identified with God Himself.
It is also significant that the same
Suffering Servant declares about
Himself in another passage: “I
gave My back to those who struck
Me, and My cheeks to those who
plucked out the beard: I did not
hide My face from shame and
spitting” (50:6).
The expression “hide my face,”
which is in most cases used by
God to describe His relation to
mankind, is here applied to the
Servant, but this time as its subject.
In summary, whenever the
Bible uses the expression “hide

my face” (seter
it always
¯ panîm),
¯
implies God in relationship with
humans, either that God is the
subject of the verb, the one who
hides His face from humans (the
majority of the cases [28 out of
31]), or that God is the object
of the verb. He is the one from
whom humans hide their face (the
three other cases).
The Suffering Messiah in Jewish
Tradition
The messianic interpretation
of Isaiah 53 is already found as
early as the second century B.C.E.
in the Qumran community, who
applied the prophecy of Isaiah 53
to the “Savior Messiah.”6 A passage in the Talmud alludes to an
old tradition according to which,
because of 53:4, the Messiah was to
call himself a leper: “The masters
[Rabbana] have said that the leper
of the school of the Rabbi . . . is
his name, for it has been said: ‘He
has borne our diseases and he has
borne our sufferings, and we have
considered him as a leper, smitten
by God and humbled’” (Sanhedrin
98b). A characteristic invocation in the Midrash refers to this
same text: “Messiah of our justice
[Meshîah Tsidkenû],
though we are
¯
Thy forebears, Thou art greater
than we because Thou didst bear
the burden of our children’s sins,
and our great oppressions have
fallen upon Thee. . . . Among the
peoples of the world Thou didst
bring only derision and mockery
to Israel. . . . Thy skin did shrink,
and Thy body did become dry as
wood; Thine eyes were hollowed
by fasting, and Thy strength
became like fragmented pottery—
all that came to pass because of
the sins of our children” (Pesiqta
Rabbati, Pisqa 37).
It is always the figure of the

suffering Messiah that Midrash
Rabbah depicts in connection
with Isaiah 53: “The Messiah
King . . . will offer his heart to
implore mercy and longsuffering
for Israel, weeping and suffering
as is written in Isaiah 53:5 ‘He
was wounded for our transgressions,’ etc.: when the Israelites sin,
he invokes upon them mercy, as
it is written: ‘Upon him was the
chastisement that made us whole,
and likewise the Lord has laid on
him the iniquity of us all. And this
is what the Holy One—let him be
blessed forever!—decreed in order
to save Israel and rejoice with
Israel on the day of the resurrection” (Bereshith Rabbati of Moshe
Hadarshan, on Genesis 24:67).
The Aramaic Targum of
Jonathan also interprets Isaiah 53
in a messianic sense. Beginning
with the introductory passages,

(Zebahim 44b; Sanhedrin 51b).
More recently a significant number of Lubavitcher Hasidim have
applied the “Suffering Servant”
of Isaiah 53 to their spiritual
leader, the Rebbe, Menahem
Mendel Schneerson. Obviously,
the messiahship of the Rebbe was
not established, and he was not
recognized as the Messiah by the
majority of contemporary Jews;
but the very fact that, in spite of
the old Jewish-Christian dispute,
many orthodox Jews still chose to
resort to the passage of Isaiah 53
in their messianic argument shows
how deep and strong its messianic
significance is in traditional Jewish
consciousness.7
The Two Faces of the Messiah
Even the difficult paradox of
the Messiah who would be both
a humble victim and a glorious

Even the difficult paradox of the Messiah who
would be both a humble victim and a glorious king
has its place in Jewish tradition.
the identity of the Servant is
made clear: “Behold, my servant
the Messiah will prosper, be lifted
up and made strong; so long did
the house of Israel languish after
him.” The theological connection
between the ritual of the sacrifice and the Messiah which lies
in the heart of Isaiah 53 is also
attested in the Talmud. In fact,
the whole sacrificial system was
interpreted there as a reference to
messianic hope: “R. Eleazar said
in the name of R. Josei: ‘This is a
halaka [a principle] that concerns
the Messiah.’ Abba answered him:
‘It is not necessary to give instructions here on all the sacrifices of
victims, for this is a halaka that
concerns the messianic era’”

king has its place in Jewish tradition. The rabbis were so puzzled
by this contradiction that they
sometimes concluded that there
were two Messiahs. A Talmudic
passage elaborates on this observation of a double figure. When
the Messiah plays the role of a
victim, he is then generally identified as son of Joseph by analogy
to the story of Joseph’s oppression
(Genesis 37), and when he is a
king, he is then recognized as the
son of David (Sukkah 42a). It is
also interesting that this Talmudic
passage constructs its messianic
reflection precisely on the basis
of Zechariah 12:10: “And I will
pour on the house of David and
on the inhabitants of Jerusalem
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the Spirit of grace and supplication; then they will look on Me
whom they have pierced; they will
mourn for Him as one mourns for
his only son, and grieve for Him
as one grieves for a firstborn.”
Two opinions are thus proposed
in the rabbinic discussion. One
defends the idea that this Messiah
who suffers and dies is none else
than the Messiah son of Joseph
who will be killed before the
end of the complete redemption
(geullah shelemah) which will be
brought by the “Messiah son of
David.” Another, that it is not
the Messiah who is killed but the
evil inclination (the yetser hara).
In this conversation, the Messiah
is thus associated with the war
against evil. The Messiah son of
Joseph would represent the messianic power who would fight and
crush the evil power and would
then be followed by the royal
Messiah son of David for the ultimate and complete redemption
(geullah shelemah).
In the Talmudic tradition,
however, both the son of Joseph
and the son of David are destined
to suffer and die. The Talmud
speaks of the death of the son
of David (Sanhedrin 98b). It is
also significant that the Suffering
Messiah portrayed in Isaiah 53
is identified as the Messiah King
(Bereshith Rabbati on Genesis
24:67), a title that designates
the Messiah specifically as the
son of David (Bereshith Rabbati
on Genesis 19:34; compare
Berakoth 5a, etc.). The Messiah
son of Joseph also appears with
the bearing of a glorious Messiah.
“Ephraim [son of Joseph] Messiah
of our justice, reigns over them
[the people of the world]; treat
them as good seemeth to thee”
(Pesiqta Rabbati, Pisqa 37). The
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ministries of the two Messiahs
therefore come together, often
giving the impression of being
merged into one. It becomes
difficult to disassociate them, so
much are they alike. This identity
was emphasized in the Targum,
which went so far as to compare
them to “twin kids” (Targum on
Song of Songs 4:5 and 7:4). One
can even wonder whether, in the
thinking of ancient rabbis, this
confusion on two Messiahs did
not betray a fundamental idea
that there really was only one
Messiah. A discussion recorded
in the Talmud seems to indicate
that the rabbis were moving in
that direction. One involved
in the discussion inquired as to
what the name of the Messiah
should be. Either Menahem son
of Ezechias or a second King
David who will reign gloriously
and eternally, or even the leper
called to be humbled and to carry
the burden of our suffering and
diseases (Sanhedrin 98b). The
possibility of two Messiahs never
appears in the course of this conversation. In fact, the discussions
of the rabbis seem only to try to
understand the composite figure
of the Messiah, for the various
names they give him are aimed
rather at disclosing some aspect
of his personality. According to
biblical and rabbinical word studies,8 it was conceivable that one
and the same person should have
several names. To talk about a son
of Joseph or a son of David did
not necessarily mean two different
Messiahs. In fact, a passage of the
Jerusalem Talmud records the two
sides of the Messiah: “If the messianic king is from the living, his
name is David; if from the dead,
his name is David” (Berakhot 2:4).
Jewish tradition confirms that the

Messiah son of Joseph is in spite of
his title of Davidic descent.9
A Divine Messiah
Ancient rabbis went even further. Alongside the presentation
of a Messiah with human flesh
and blood, they dared to identify
the Messiah with God Himself.
The idea implied in Isaiah 53
that the Suffering Servant, the
son of David, is also God finds
its boldest expression in rabbinic
literature. “The Messiah,” says
the Talmud, “will have the name
of the Holy Blessed One.10 . . .
For it is said in Jeremiah 23:6:
‘And this is the name by which
He will be called: “The Lord is
our righteousness”’”(Baba Bathra
75b). “What is the name of the
Messiah King?” asks the Midrash.
R. Abba ben Kahana says:
“Yahweh is his name as written in
Jeremiah 23:6. This is the name
by which he will be called: ‘The
Lord [Yahweh] is our righteousness’” (Lamentations Rabbah 1:1:
16; Midrash on Proverbs 19:19-21;
Midrash on Psalm 21:1, 2, etc.).
The Targum of Jonathan fits the
typical traditional view, since it
translates the text in this manner:
“‘Behold, the days are coming,’
says Yahweh, ‘when I shall bring
forth to David the Messiah of
justice. He will reign as King and
prosper.’ . . . And behold the name
that He shall be given: Justice will
be given to us in those days in
the name of Yahweh” (Targum on
Jeremiah 23:5, 6). The Messiah of
Israel thus is likened to God and
bears the name (Yahweh) of God.
But the identity is not limited to
the name: the identity includes
common attributes, such as their
eternity and their royalty. Indeed,
numerous passages in the Midrash
and the Talmud bring the Messiah

and God together in their eternity
and make Them both the “firsts.”
“I shall manifest myself the first,
as God . . . and I shall bring to
you the ‘first,’ and that is the
Messiah” (Pesiqta de Rab Kahana,
Pisqa 28).
Commenting on Isaiah 9:6, the
Targum clarifies still further the
divine attributes of the Messiah:
“The prophet says to the house
of David: A master teacher has
been born to us, a son is ours; He
will take the law upon Himself
and will set a guard over it; since
the beginning His name has been
pronounced: Wonderful in counsel, Mighty God, Everlasting One,
Messiah during whose days peace
will abound upon us” (Targum on
Isaiah 9:5).
An ancient Midrash goes so far
as to identify the kingship of the
Messiah with divine kingship. “A
king of flesh and blood permits
no one to put the crown on his
head; but the day will come when
the Holy One, blessed be He,
will place His crown on the head
of the Messiah King” (Exodus
Rabbah 8:1, on Exodus 7:1).
No wonder then that the
Messiah and God share the same
spirit! Indeed, the Messiah pos-

sesses the same spirit as God. The
Midrash takes this lesson from the
first words of the biblical Creation
story. “Genesis 1:2: ‘The Spirit of
God was moving over the face of
the waters’ indicates that the spirit
of the Messiah King was present,
as written in Isaiah 11:2: ‘The
Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon
Him’” (Genesis Rabbah 2:4, on
Genesis 1:2).
According to Jewish tradition,
in tune with the biblical data,
the Messiah should be identified
with God Himself. Savior, eternal,
supreme King, Adonai Himself
endowed with the same Spirit of
God, but also the son of David,
the son of Jesse. What will become
inconceivable and irreconcilable
later in Judaism was yet perfectly
acceptable at the early stages of
rabbinic thinking.
After a thorough examination of ancient Jewish literature,
this is the surprising conclusion
of Jewish scholar David Flusser,
of the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem: “In the Midrashic literature, the ways of the Messiah
acquire a dimension which is
beyond everyday life and passes
human understanding.”11

1 Isaiah 1:9; 9:10; 16:6; 22:13; 24:16;
25:9; 26:1, 8, 13, 17-18; 28:15; 33:2; 42:
24; 59:9-12; 64:3, 5-6, 8-9.
2 See Isaiah 41:8; 43:5; 44:3; 45:
19, 25; 59:21; 61:9; 65:9; 66:22; compare also Jeremiah 31:36-37; 33:26; 2
Chronicles 20:7.
3 2 Samuel 3:18; 7:5; 1 Kings 11:
32, 36, 38; 14:8; 2 Kings 19:34; 20:6; 1
Chronicles 17:7.
4 Isaiah 8:17; 45:15; 50:6; 53:3; 54:8;
57:17; 59:2.
5 Exodus 3:6 is with Isa 53:3 the only
exception, where a human being hides his
face before God.
6 See André Dupont-Sommer, The
Essene Writings from Qumran, translated
by G. Vermes (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter
Smith, 1973), 364-366.
7 See David Berger, The Rebbe, the
Messiah, and the Scandal of Orthodox
Indifference (London; Portland, Or.:
Littman Library of Jewish Civilization,
2001), 23.
8 Compare Abraham Sarsowsky,
Die ethisch-religiöse Bedeutung der alttestamentlichen Namen nach Talmud,
Targum, und Midrasch (Kirchhain: Max
Schmersow, 1904).
9 R. David ibn Abi Zimra (Radbaz,
1480-1574), Responsa (Hebrew), vol. iii,
no. 1069; compare Berger, The Rebbe,
38.
10 This is the common designation of
God in the rabbinic literature.
11 David Flusser, “The Concept of
the Messiah,” in Jewish Sources in Early
Christianity (New York: Adam Books,
1987), 56.

Jewish Wisdom
“Now, there was about this time Yeshua, a wise man, if it be lawful
to call him a man, for he was a doer of surprising woks, a teacher of
such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him
both many of the Jews, and many of the Gentiles.”
(Josephus, Antiquities, 18.3.3 par. 63-64)
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